Georgia Southern University

Digital Commons@Georgia Southern
Honors College Theses
2023

Diversity of Choral Festival Literature and the Selection Process
Abigail L. McMichen
Georgia Southern University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/honors-theses
Part of the Music Education Commons, and the Music Pedagogy Commons

Recommended Citation
McMichen, Abigail L., "Diversity of Choral Festival Literature and the Selection Process" (2023). Honors
College Theses. 806.
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/honors-theses/806

This thesis (open access) is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Honors College Theses by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons@Georgia Southern. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu.

DIVERSITY OF CHORAL FESTIVAL LITERATURE

Diversity of Choral Festival Literature and the Selection Process

An Honors Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for Honors in
The Fred and Dinah Gretsch School of Music.

By
Abigail McMichen
Under the mentorship of Dr. David W. Langley

ABSTRACT
In music education, festival events are a chance to receive feedback from experts in
the field. Often, these events have literature lists from which directors are required to
choose literature for the event. With choral festivals being so prevalent in music
education, the literature lists provided to choral music educators have a major impact
on young singers. Literature selection can be intense for choral music educators who
decide what factors to consider when selecting literature. The purpose of this study was
to explore and analyze the diversity of choral literature through analysis of the Georgia
LGPE list while also gaining a better understanding of literature selection processes.
My research questions were 1) What choral literature is most prevalent in the Large
Group Performance Evaluation list in Georgia and 2) How do choral music educators
approach the process of choosing literature, and what role does diversity play in that
process. The sequential explanatory mixed methods approach was used. An analysis of
the diversity of choral festival literature on the LGPE list was collected, followed by
semi-structured interviews in which a broader perspective on the literature selection
process was gained. Informants, chosen by convenience sampling, were required to be
current choral music educators with at least one full year of experience. Interviews
were transcribed and analyzed using a two-step inductive coding process. Data were
triangulated by way of member checking the transcripts. Applications for this research
include choral music educators being more aware of the diversity of their festival
literature.
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Diversity of Choral Festival Literature and the Selection Process
Across the United States, many state Music Educators Associations provide
guidelines for annual choral festival events. In the state of Georgia, the Georgia Music
Educators Association (GMEA) hosts a district-wide choral festival event called Large
Group Performance Evaluation (LGPE) every year in March, and all districts follow
statewide guidelines. There is a list of choral literature found on the LGPE page of the
GMEA website, and all ensembles are required to choose at least one piece from this list.
Because of these specific requirements, the approach to selection of literature may be
different from other events. This begs the question of whether the festival season
requirements warrant a completely different approach to literature selection.
Music can be an avenue for inclusion of diversity in the classroom. Choral
literature provides many opportunities to explore different aspects of diversity, one of
which is text. The languages explored in choral music are a doorway to exploring
cultures from all around the world. Another way to bring different cultures and
worldviews into the classroom is to purposefully choose choral literature by composers of
different backgrounds. These diverse backgrounds can include race, gender, sexuality,
and many other factors. Exposing singers to composers and arrangers of diverse
backgrounds can give students a much broader and more accurate view of music as it fits
into the world.
Literature lists for festival events around the United States are a major part of
choosing choral literature for choral music educators. In Georgia, the list is broken down
by “Class,” which serves to separate suggested literature by difficulty. The classes
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available in Georgia are A, B, C, D, and M, with A-D being used traditionally for high
school ensembles and M being for only middle school ensembles. These lists can also be
used as references for suggested literature throughout the year, not just during festival
season.
Literature Review
In this literature review, the importance of music selection in the choral ensemble
and the role of festival-type events in the development of the young singer is explored. In
the first section, different approaches to selecting literature in regard to diversity are
discussed, particularly in regard to racial diversity. In the second section, specific
parameters of the festival season are further detailed, and existing research on festival
literature is explained. In the final section, gaps in existing research are considered,
leading to the purpose of this study.
Importance of Choral Literature
Walling (2016) found that one of the most popular approaches for choosing
literature is multicultural education, which is defined as “an education in which students
experience the diverse music of the world in order to achieve both musical and cultural
understanding” (p. 198). Walling states that over 70% of choral music educators “always
or often considered students’ backgrounds when selecting multicultural choral repertoire”
(pp. 202-203). A similar approach to this is culturally responsive pedagogy. Shaw (2016)
quotes Geneva Gay’s definition of culturally responsive pedagogy as a teaching approach
which uses “the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically
diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively” (2016, p. 46).
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Involvement of students in the literature selection process in the choral classroom is vital
to these approaches (Shaw, 2015, pp. 216-217). By considering the backgrounds of all
students in a choral classroom, choral music educators can best choose repertoire to foster
their students’ musical and cultural education. Frizzell and Windsor (2021) found that
“experience is a stronger predictor of choral directors’ evaluations of choral tone across a
range of genres than is their cultural background” and “perception of multicultural
music… is more a function of experience than of exposure” (p. 17). Choral music
educators may consider choosing their literature carefully and being intentionally
respectful about the way that these pieces are approached musically.
The world today is a diverse place, and students are more exposed to diversity
than ever due to recent developments in technology. Ryan Marsh, a choir teacher in
Kentucky, is quoted in Jason Max Ferdinand’s book Teaching with Heart: Tools for
Addressing Societal Changes through Music, saying “teaching our kids to appreciate,
respect, and value other cultures, and thereby others who are different, by incorporating a
varied repertoire of music is the least we can do” (2020, p. 23). Literature is the door
through which choral classrooms can explore diversity. Daley (2022) writes about a
three-step process which can help choral music educators realize their goals of diversity
of choral literature in their own programs. Choral music educators are encouraged to
“take stock” of their individual biases and perspectives, “take a walk” to look at diverse
choral literature via websites which emphasize and catalog literature and composers from
all backgrounds, and “take a developmental stance” on including diverse choral literature
in all aspects of literature selection (2022, p. 57-58).
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A common situation in music education, specifically in the choral classroom, is
that the teachers are White, middle class women (Shaw, 2015). Shaw (2015) examined
inner-city choral music educators teaching populations of mostly students of color and
observed how successful these teachers were pedagogically. In areas where the majority
of the student population is not of the same race as their teacher, choral music educators
are often more aware of diversity and representation in their programs. Jones (2020)
addressed this exact issue in the choral classroom, finding that these students’
experiences were not entirely representative of the Black student population because of
the favoritism that these students recognized in their own programs. In Jones’ words,
favoritism “[indicates] that others are not receiving the same attention” (2020, p. 26). In
order for racial differences to be addressed, all students need to feel valued, supported,
and seen by their choral music educators. One concept which may be discussed when
working toward creating such an environment for students is dysconscious racism.
Anderson, Narum, and Wolf (2019), define dysconscious racism as “the unquestioned
acceptance of culturally dominant norms and privileges” (p. 4). In music education, one
cultural norm is singing literature throughout the various historical periods. However,
music from White male composers during those time periods (especially prior to the 20th
century) is much more widely available than music by female composers or composers of
color. Coming back to the multicultural approach, Walling (2016) found that over 70% of
choral music educators in her surveys “always or often considered students’ backgrounds
when selecting multicultural choral repertoire” (2016, pp. 202-203). This is a culturally
responsive approach to selecting literature.
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The Role of Festivals
However, there is a portion of the year when the choral music educator may not
have complete freedom in choosing their choral literature–the festival season. Hensley
(2016) found that “adjudicator effectiveness depends on his or her familiarity with the
repertoire” (p. 18). If adjudicators are going to be less effective when repertoire is less
familiar, is it more effective for choral music educators to choose better-known repertoire
for these kinds of events? Rules for LGPE in Georgia require music educators to choose
one of their two pieces from the provided lists. The second piece is left to the discretion
of the music educator. Often, second pieces are chosen from the same list for many
reasons, due in part to ease of planning and judge’s impressions. If this pattern of choral
music education persists, should festival literature lists reflect diversity?
As previously mentioned, Walling (2016) found that the majority of choral music
educators surveyed utilize a multicultural approach to literature selection. Do these
required literature lists foster the kind of diversity that many choral music educators
strive for in the classroom? Watson (2017) analyzed festival lists from twenty states and
found the most commonly occurring pieces across the United States. Watson found seven
of the most common pieces on these lists, all of which appeared on at least seventeen of
the twenty festival lists. All seven of these pieces were written by White composers. Only
one piece is from the 20th century and composed by a woman, and none of these pieces
were from the 21st century (2017, p. 14). Analyzing festival literature lists could give us
a greater understanding of what genres and styles governing organizations are leading
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music educators to use. Baker and Biggers (2018) explored the gender imbalance within
choral and band literature through analysis of the 2017 Prescribed Music List in Texas:
The combined total of the Mixed Choir, Treble Choir, and Tenor-Bass Choir
works on the state list was 2,757, with 325 works (12%) composed by women.
Further analysis revealed that the highest concentration of female composers was
found on the Grade 1 (least difficult) list in both wind band literature (8%) and
choral literature (20%). Conversely, the lowest percentage of female composers
was found on the Grade 5 (most difficult) list; 1.3% in wind band literature and
8% in choral literature. (p. 52)
Diversity of literature on festival lists is not representative of the vast choral literature
available, and it is not representative of the diversity of the composer/arranger
population. In the past, selection of literature regarding students was focused more
around the students’ abilities, as explained by Brunner (1992). According to Yoho
(2012), “music selected must elicit an aesthetic response and must be challenging,
inspiring, and stimulating for both the director and the choir” (p. 10).
Limitations of Existing Research
There is a significant gap in existing research on choral literature and the diversity
of such literature on Festival lists. Bennett (2020) examined state band literature lists
from twelve different states and discovered that of the 20 most frequent
composer/arrangers, nineteen are White men and one is a White woman (p. 96). Bennett
also found that “the most prevalent young wind band repertoire (grades 1-3)...were the
pieces that displayed a high overall frequency of appearance and also appeared on a
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majority of lists sampled” (p. 56). This trend is apparent in band research, but choral
research is lacking in this area. Is diversity being encouraged by these events? Research
question number one for the present study was grounded in Bennett (2020).
While there is much research on how to select diverse literature for general
concerts and how students react when diverse literature is a regular part of the choral
ensemble, there is little research on how those concepts apply to festival and competition
seasons. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore and analyze the diversity of
choral literature (or lack thereof) through the lens of festival lists while also gaining a
better understanding of current choral music educators’ literature-choosing processes. My
research questions were the following.
1. What choral literature is most prevalent in the Large Group Performance
Evaluation list in Georgia?
2. How do choral music educators approach the process of choosing literature, and
what role does diversity play in that process?
Methodology
This research uses a phenomenological approach, opting for interviews instead of
surveys. Phenomenological research is a methodology which “denotes the essential
relationship between conscious subjects and their objects” (Crotty, 1998, p. 79). An
educator’s philosophy cannot be parsed from their literature selection process because
these selections are a representation of their experiences as a human. By completing
interviews, the tone of voice is preserved. Surveys are more data-based than peoplebased. Choral music educators are people, and their experiences as people impact their
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approach to their classrooms. Their students’ experiences impact them as teachers, and
the teachers impact their students in turn. This is part of the phenomenon of being a
choral music educator, leading to the choice to complete phenomenological research.
Design
This study is mixed methods, following the explanatory concurrent model. By
collecting quantitative data first, questions for the semi-structured interviews were
shaped. In turn, quantitative data were viewed in a different light after the qualitative data
were collected and analyzed. The results of these procedures lead to a better
understanding of the trends in festival literature lists and what these choral music
educators are seeing as their options for literature selection.
Quantitative data were collected first, through an analysis of the diversity of
choral festival literature. This initial analysis was followed by interviews in which current
choral music educators shared their literature selection process and the role of diversity in
that process.
Informants
For the interviews, I spoke with five choral music educators currently teaching in
secondary schools in Georgia. All informants were chosen through convenience
sampling, using personal contacts to identify potential informants. Potential informants
were first contacted via official Georgia Southern email with an invitation letter. After
expressing interest in participating, an interview was scheduled, and consent forms were
sent. Returned consent forms were stored in a locked filing cabinet in the faculty
advisor’s office on the campus of Georgia Southern University.
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Materials
In this study, I accessed the GMEA LGPE literature list. This list is public
information, published on the GMEA website (2022). The list is comprised of over 2000
choral pieces which are acceptable to be one of the two pieces performed at the event.
Each year, a committee meets to update the list after receiving suggestions from choral
music educators around the state.
Interview questions were formulated in conjunction with the quantitative phase.
Findings from the quantitative phase informed the interview questions which were
piloted by in-service choral music educators in the state of Georgia.
Interviews
Potential informants were sent a recruitment email, which is available in
Appendix A. Within this email, recipients were invited to reply if interested in
participating in the study. After initial interest was shared, interviews were scheduled,
and consent forms were sent. Once consent was received from potential informants, the
Principle Investigator (PI) interviewed informants. A sample consent form is available in
Appendix B. Interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom. All interviews were video
and audio recorded for ease of transcription and analysis. All recordings were stored in a
password-protected folder on the PI’s computer. The only individuals with access to the
folder were the PI and the faculty advisor. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted
between 20 and 60 minutes. Interview questions can be found in Appendix C.
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Data Analyses
Analysis was conducted in two parts. At the conclusion of the quantitative data
collection, analysis of the GMEA LGPE literature lists was completed. While looking at
data across lists, the PI conducted a content analysis of representations of diversity
(ethnicity of composer/arranger, time period, language, sacred/secular). Analysis also
included a frequency counter to identify most frequently included composers and
arrangers.
Interviews were transcribed using Otter.ai software, and each interview was coded
using a two-step inductive coding process in order to develop themes. Codes were
confirmed by the faculty advisor. The entire code book can be found in Appendix D.
Informants were given anonymity through pseudonyms. Informants were also given the
opportunity to perform member checks and request the deletion of any interview
information they did not wish to be included.
Quantitative Findings
Through analysis of the GMEA LGPE literature list, the following factors were
noted: language, time period, whether the piece is sacred or secular, and whether or not
the composer is a person of color. The list and data collected from it were organized by
voicing, splitting the list into three categories of treble, tenor-bass, and mixed choral
literature. Some trends were apparent across all voicings, whereas some differed
depending on voicing. There was a total of 2,167 pieces on the list, spread across the
three voicings. All figures and tables may be found in Appendix E.
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An analysis of the languages represented on the list found that there were 36
languages represented on the LGPE list. Only eight of these 36 languages had more than
ten appearances on the list across all three voicings. The most common languages
represented on the list were English (66%), Latin (20%), German (4%), and French (3%).
Other more common languages represented on the list included Hebrew, Spanish, Italian,
and Russian, with 1% each. The final 3% is comprised of the other 28 languages which
appear in less than ten pieces across the entire LGPE list.
An analysis of the time periods represented on the LGPE list revealed certain
trends in different voicings. For all three voicing categories, 20th century music is most
common, followed by 21st century. Beyond that, Tenor-Bass and Treble voicings had
more Romantic (1825-1900) and Classical (1750-1825) music than any other historical
category. In contrast, the mixed ensembles had more Renaissance (1400-1600) and
Baroque (1600-1750) music than any other historical time period. Medieval (pre-1400)
was the least common time period for the LGPE list.
An analysis of the racial diversity of composers on the LGPE list found that
88.3% of the pieces on the list are by White composers and arrangers. Only 6.4% of the
pieces on the list are by composers of color, with 5.3% of the composers remaining
undetermined. When looking at voicing categories, the Mixed category had both the
highest percentage of White composers (90.5%) and the highest percentage of composers
of color (8.4%). Tenor-Bass choirs showed the lowest percentage of White composers
(81.5%) and the second-highest percentage of composers of color (7.6%). Treble choirs
showed the lowest percentage of composers of color (4%).
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Table 1
Number of Pieces per Time Period by Voicing
Time Period

Treble

Tenor-Bass

Mixed

Medieval (pre-1400)

3

0

0

Renaissance (1400-1600)

32

14

113

Baroque (1600-1750)

70

23

100

Classical (1750-1825)

44

11

57

Romantic (1825-1900)

54

26

59

20th century

376

140

427

21st century

273

57

169

Undetermined

72

32

15

Totals

924

303

940

Analysis of the LGPE list in regard to the pieces being sacred or secular was also
completed. Sacred music is any music which is associated with religious beliefs,
particularly Christian beliefs in Western music traditions. By contrast, secular music is
defined as any non-religious music. Overall, sacred music has a slight majority with
50.7%, and secular music makes up 44.4% of the list. However, when looking at the data
by voicing, there is a significant different between Mixed and Treble/Tenor-Bass trends.
The Mixed voicing list has 65.6% sacred music and only 33.7% secular music. In
contrast, the Treble and Tenor-Bass lists have a majority secular music. When related
back to the data found on time periods, these trends are explained. The Mixed category
has more Renaissance and Baroque music, which were time periods when sacred music

DIVERSITY OF CHORAL FESTIVAL LITERATURE

14

Table 2
Number of Composers of Different Races by Voicing
Voicing

White

BIPOC

Undetermined

Treble

815

37

72

Tenor-Bass

247

23

33

Mixed

851

79

10

Totals

1913

139

115

flourished. By contrast, the Romantic period is known more for its secular music.
Alongside this, the majority of sacred music is written for Mixed choir settings because
of the history of music in the church. Due to this, there is less sacred music available for
Treble and Tenor-Bass choirs.
Table 3
Number of Sacred and Secular Pieces by Voicing
Voicing

Sacred

Secular

Undetermined

Treble

354

496

74

Tenor-Bass

128

149

26

Mixed

616

317

7

Totals

1098

962

107

Qualitative Findings
Through the course of the interviews, three major recurring themes developed.
The first is teacher identity, the idea that all one’s experiences shape who they are as a
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person. For the informants of this study, these experiences included those in their own
education, those in their classrooms, and some outside of education altogether. There is
also a subsection within this which discusses the impacts of 2020. The second theme is
representation; informants shared their experiences with student representation in their
programs through various means. Each informant of the study had a unique approach to
representation within the choral classroom. The third theme is selection philosophy and
action, specifically discussing the choral literature selection process and what role
diversity plays within it. Specific examples from informants are also shared to further
explore the application of these principles.
Teacher Identity
All of one’s experiences shape who they are as a person, and educators are no
different. All choral music educators approach their programs differently, based on their
own experiences and training. All choral music educators interviewed for this study have
at least one degree in the music education field, and many have finished further education
or training certifications. All five informants have a Bachelors in Music Education; three
have a Masters in either music or education. One informant has a Specialist degree and a
master level Orff certification alongside the other two degrees.
Even beyond their own education, teachers’ experiences in their classrooms
further impact their approach to teaching chorus. Blake is the informant with the least
amount of experience as a teacher. He is in his third year of teaching at his high school.
His experience has been greatly influenced by the recent change of his feeder middle
school’s chorus teacher. When discussing the previous teacher, he mentioned that they
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“didn’t really invest in [the students] musically” and “[the students] didn't really get
anything out of what [they] was doing.” Feeder programs can greatly impact the success
of an upper school’s choir, so changes in feeder school directors are big events. Alex,
another informant of this study, has 34 years of experience in music education around the
country and the world. She began her career in education as an instrumental primary, but
many of her early career jobs were band, choir, and general music combined and all
different levels: elementary, middle, and high school. When she moved to Georgia about
10 years ago, she began her first job in an only-choral position at her current middle
school. All of these experiences play a part in shaping choral music educators’
approaches to their own programs and classrooms.
Impact of 2020
Some very recent events completely changed the course of choral music educators
in a way that no one could have imagined–the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools were shut
down in the middle of a semester with almost no time to prepare for the transition.
Chorus programs thrive on working together toward a common goal of making music.
Many informants expressed that during a typical school year, they often feel as if
they lack time. However, the lockdown caused by the COVID-19 pandemic forced
everyone in the world to take a pause. Along with the pandemic lockdown, the Spring
and Summer of 2020 were overflowing with social change. After the murders of Ahmaud
Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd were publicized heavily, the Black Lives
Matter movement and protests rapidly gained attention from news outlets. The publicized
outcry for systemic change combined with the large amount of time spent in one’s home
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led many choral music educators to think about the role that diversity considerations play
in their classroom. Eva mentioned these social changes in her interview, stating, “we've
seen a lot of movement forward in our culture in the last couple of years. So it does
change things; it's affected things, but I tried to approach music that might be more
sensitive with more sensitivity.” Choral music educators began to reconsider their own
approaches to their programs. Do all of their students feel represented in their choir
programs? Are music educators using diverse choral literature as a filler in their
programs, or are they working to highlight the vast diversity of music around the world
so that their students can sing and know all kinds of music?
One informant who faced many difficulties during this time was Blake. His
identity as a teacher has greatly been influenced by the timing of when he became a
director, shortly after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. He was in the middle of his
student teaching semester, Spring 2020, when the pandemic lockdowns began. He began
his teaching career through online learning. Because of the pandemic, Blake has never
experienced LGPE as a choral music educator. Though he expressed that he felt
underprepared, he learned and adapted. Blake was not the only choral music educator
whose teaching experience was drastically altered by the worldwide pandemic. Danielle
noticed that, in her program, her students lost much time that would have been spent
learning fundamental skills:
This past year was a very humbling experience because we had our current now
eighth graders started with me as sixth graders on Zoom during COVID. And so
they lost a ton of time doing fundamentals. Now, they're great little sight-readers.
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. . . in a unison example, they can sight-read very well. But putting them together
and having divisi is very hard for them because they just didn't get that their first
year.
Alex’s students were affected by the lockdown in a different way. In previous years,
attending LGPE was an opportunity for her students to see and hear other schools’ choirs.
However, during the height of the pandemic, in-person LGPE did not occur due to health
precautions. Speaking about the most recent semester (Spring 2022), Alex stated the
following:
When they were watching [LGPE] performances last year, the next day, I had
them complete a reflection. And I asked them about the appearance of other
schools. And every single student said, “Oh my gosh, [Alex], they were playing
with their hair, and they were playing with their jewelry. And their shirts weren't
tucked in, and they just looked like a hot mess. And now we know why you make
us pull our hair back and not wear jewelry.” And they got it; the kids I have now
had not been able to see live LGPE for two years, because of COVID. So this was
their first chance to see it. And they were just stunned.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, students’ school experience was disrupted. Danielle
and Alex both found that students had gaps in their learning and understanding that had
previously been filled.
As schools reopened and choirs were allowed to meet in-person again, choral
music educators began to approach their classrooms in a new light. Some choral music
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educators, such as Blake, chose to do a themed concert, which in his specific case was
centered around love. About the choice, he stated:
I think at the time, it just seemed like it was conflict, conflict, conflict, but . . .
we're all humans. Even as a choir, we're all in this together. Let's show our
audience that we can express through music just how important love is. And
especially in the society we live in.
Blake reacted to the events of the world by uniting his entire program under the theme of
love. Eva discussed her recent choice to teach her students the spiritual “Yonder Come
Day” and how her approach to teaching the style has changed after recent world events.
The life experiences of choral music educators greatly impact their approach to
teaching, as expressed by all informants of this study. While schooling has a great impact
on how teachers teach, their experiences once in the classroom seem to have an even
greater impact on their teaching style long-term.
Representation
In light of the recent events discussed above, choral music educators are more
aware of the diversity of students in their programs. In her interview, Alex mentioned that
she now does “[middle school] Chorus by the Numbers” at her first concert of the school
year. Students fill out a form at the beginning of the school year so that Alex can have a
better understanding of her students from year to eyear. Questions on this survey included
“Were you born in Georgia, born in another state, born in another country . . . do you
speak another language fluently?” She shares these pieces of information with her
students and parents at the first concert of the year, and it also plays into her literature
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selection process. She has also noticed a trend that her student population has become
more diverse in recent years due to a change in her area. Development of a new industry
in the area has led to an influx of people of various backgrounds and cultures moving into
the area, greatly diversifying the local population and, therefore, the school’s population
as well.
Diversity within choral classrooms is largely dependent upon school
demographics. Two informants of this study have very different experiences with their
school demographics and how that influences the diversity within their programs. Eva
describes her program as “not very diverse,” as the majority of her students are White and
upper middle class. She also mentioned that her school is known to have a “little bit of a
reputation for a certain type of student. They are known for being a little bit entitled at
times.” In a contrasting situation, Danielle describes her demographics as “predominantly
African American community and Caucasian” with “a mix of Hispanic community as
well.” Their approaches to representation and diversity greatly differ because of their
respective student populations. Eva chooses to approach diversity in her classroom
through the lens of folk music, stating “I do try to be very conscious of folk music and
the potential that that holds, and particularly American folk music, if it is linked to
African Americans and slavery.” Eva focuses on the historical aspect of spirituals. By
contrast, Danielle approaches diversity as one of her main philosophies in her classroom.
She discussed the specific example of how she approaches spirituals:
[It] doesn't always have to be compared to Civil War era. Compare it to
something else for them. [Students] don't need to constantly hear about slavery.
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Move on. There's so much more to Black history, right? So, we can talk more
about how it relates to their lives now.
Danielle chooses to approach spirituals in the mindset of finding how her students can
relate to the music now, rather than focusing on the historical aspect every time. She also
shared how she explicitly works to ensure that her students see their cultures and interests
represented in the literature.
In Danielle’s classroom, diversity and culture go far beyond discussing only
language and race. Culture is about shared identities. Being aware of students’ interests
beyond music is a way to build connections. Danielle shared multiple examples of these
opportunities within her program. She shared that her school “is a very big athletic
school. . . . And so our students are very athletic, and athletics are very, very important to
them.” Athleticism is a big part of her school’s culture. Danielle is intentional in asking
them about recent sports events and going to school sports events where her students are
involved. This helps her show them that she is invested in their lives as human beings
beyond just her classroom. Danielle also recently chose a Japanese song for her students
to learn. She states that “all of my sweet little kiddos [are] so into anime . . . Japanese
culture is huge for them right now.” The students already bond over their shared interest
in anime. They are now given the opportunity to explore this shared interest further by
learning music from the culture.
Singers are intrinsically connected to their music making. Singing is an activity
which stems from creating music using the body itself, which makes it very personal. It
can even be considered part of the singer’s identity. Because of this, singers’ voices and
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opinions matter in the classroom. Involving them throughout the musical decisionmaking experience, from choosing what to sing to discussing how to musically portray
their interpretation of the piece, is vital to making all students feel seen and represented in
the choral classroom. Alex stated her belief in this very plainly when she said, “If kids
have skin in the game, they’re going to be more interested and engaged.” Blake shared
that he recently chose the song “Running Up That Hill” for the same reason. The song
was recently used in an episode of the television show Stranger Things, and he observed
his students’ interest in this song. By adding it to their concert literature, the students felt
heard and invested in the music making process. Danielle recognizes the level of
expertise that choral music educators hold in her interview while also conceding that this
concept is a great way to keep students engaged, stating:
We as directors sometimes feel like our decision is the best decision. And it is,
most of the time because we have the degree, and we have the experience, and we
are the adults. But give them a choice. They're gonna [sic] give you more effort.
Cameron’s method of engaging students follows this model very closely. She mentioned
that “a lot of times for winter concert, I'll let the kids vote on titles. And they'll send me
titles, but I get to pick the arrangement.” She later brought up that she uses the same
method for the spring concert, which tends to have more pop music. Cameron is able to
maintain her position as director in her program by deciding the arrangement herself, but
the students are invested because they are choosing which songs they will sing.
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Selection Philosophy and Action
Every choral music educator has a different literature selection philosophy based
on their own personal experiences. Each of the informants in this study expressed
different approaches to the selection of literature which utilizes different resources.
Cameron approaches her literature selection process by looking at the goal of that
specific performance. She first looks at the requirements of a specific performance to
decide what she should choose; “We're [going to] have requirements; it's going to be a
piece in a foreign language or an acapella piece, but normally for something like that, I'll
pick classical.” While some teachers focus on what they can do in a performance, some
focus on what can be done in the classroom. Alex looks for music which she and her
students can delve into musically. She states, “Personally, I like music that allows me to
teach [and] allows students to have an opportunity to be really expressive.” Alex enjoys
the process of learning the music and chooses to make that the focus of her program. She
wants her students to learn not only how to make music, but to be musical themselves.
The Role of Diversity
A large aspect of literature selection is deciding what the role of diversity is in
this process. Many informants explicitly include diversity considerations in their
literature selection process for various reasons. Danielle considers that her students have
seen more than any previous generation due to modern technology leading to a more
interconnected world.
Bringing it back to multicultural, they've seen so much online that I'd never saw
when I was their age, and . . . they need to see a bunch of different cultures. They
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need to see that they have a teacher in front of them that is an advocate of all
cultures. And they need to see that there are groups that look like them. And that
there [are] conductors that look like them. And there are composers that look like
them. And so that is a big deal. I don't need to be showing them groups that look
like me all the time. They need to see groups that look like them.
For Danielle, diversity goes far beyond just the music they sing. She previously
mentioned how she includes interests of her students as part of their culture and the
intentionality behind her decision to do so. She wants her students to see musicians who
look like themselves, at all stages of the music-making process. Through this
representation in her classroom, her students can see the possibility of a future in any
aspect of music. She wants her students to know that anyone of any background can be
involved making music throughout their lives. Alex makes diversity a class-wide
discussion at the onset, sharing that they do a “deep dive on the origin of the music.”
When talking about starting a new piece of music, she states, “I make a point to talk
about it, then that makes me think as I'm choosing music, alright, I've got to have people
from different places, and that just holds me accountable.” Alex holds herself accountable
for choosing diverse choral literature by making the normal classroom activities include a
discussion of diversity. She values the conversations about diversity and what both she
and her students can learn from them.
When selecting choral literature, educators’ biases must also be considered and
discussed. Though students may be included in the process at some point, the director
still holds the responsibility to make the final decision. As discussed in prior sections,
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personal experiences greatly influence decisions made in the music classroom. Blake
shared that, “I really love literature that just has a lot of just really tightly blended parts. If
there's anything that I got from [collegiate choir] . . . it turned me into a sucker for
dissonance.” Eva, as mentioned earlier, tends toward a more careful approach to her
literature, stating “my taste is a little bit on the more basic side, and I play a little more
safe. I love just a good Latin song kind of middle school, very much written for middle
schoolers.” Both of these informants, along with the others, shared how their own
experiences have shaped their personal preferences when it comes to literature selection.
Application of Diversity in the Classroom
There are countless ways to highlight diversity in the choral classroom. In their
interviews, informants shared many ways that they incorporate diversity and
representation into their choral classrooms and programs. As previously mentioned, Alex
makes sure to have conversations to highlight the diversity of the literature her students
perform and ensure the performance is as authentic as possible. She expressed how her
music education experiences as a student changed her perspective on showing diversity in
the classroom when discussing the conductors she saw growing up, who were only men:
So I thought that's the only people who could have that job. And it wasn't until I
saw a Marine Band performance where there was a woman conductor. And I
thought, wait a minute, a lady can do that job? And then I found out well, yes, and
they can write music, and they can be performers. And now it's very different.
Kids can see all kinds of diversity in those roles.
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Similar to Danielle, Alex wants her students to know that they have the option to
participate in lifelong music making at any level. Because of a lack of representation in
her own music education, Alex did not consider a career in music for a long time. Music
is not restricted to any specific kind of person. Alex is intentional in making sure that her
students see diversity at all phases of the music-making process to prevent them from
facing the same issue that she herself faced.
Danielle encourages her students in a similar way through an activity called Video
Friday. She describes it as:
Every Friday they look forward to it, where I show them a clip of people singing
and I make a conscious effort that I am showing them groups that are, that look
like them or are varied within cultures and races because that's that's what the
world is.
Danielle recognizes that her students need to see groups of all different backgrounds.
This also encourages students to enjoy not only learning and performing the music but
listening to other musicians.
One of the most common and consistent ways to elevate diversity within the
choral classroom is to choose literature which represents the students currently in the
program. Many informants of this study shared examples of pieces which they chose
specifically because of their student population. Alex shared that her program recently
learned “Kusimama” by Jim Papoulis a song in Swahili. One of her students,who was
born in Kenya, shared that she recognized the song, so she was invited to teach the
pronunciation of the piece. Her mother was also invited to the class to give a presentation
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on the nation of Kenya. Because of this song selection, a student in her class was able to
share her experiences through music. This student’s mom speaking to the class created a
discussion of the culture beyond what was in this specific piece of music. It must also be
mentioned that the composer of this piece is a White man. The intentionality of choosing
a piece in Swahili is noted, but future considerations may include whether there is an
arrangement of this song or a different song in this language which was written by a
Black composer.
Danielle had a similar experience when she gave her students the song “Bonse
Aba.” She shared that her student from Zambia recognized the song and invited her
grandmother to the concert. This student was able to share this special moment with his
family because of the literature selected by Danielle. Music making is a personal
experience for many singers. Having personal connections to certain songs can make the
entire experience that much more special. Cameron shared that she recently chose music
in Spanish because “I knew that I had one student who speaks extremely well. She's from
Mexico. . . . And I let her help the class.” The student was able to share the language with
her classmates. In all three of these instances, the language was being taught to students
by a native speaker, which helps the performance be much more authentic and accurate.
The students were more involved and invested in the process of learning this music as
well, both those teaching and those learning from their peers.
Discussion
In review, previous literature revealed different approaches to selecting literature
in regard to diversity and parameters of the festival season. This mixed-methods study

DIVERSITY OF CHORAL FESTIVAL LITERATURE

28

looked into the current diversity of choral literature on the Georgia LGPE list and
investigated current choral music educators’ literature selection processes. Analysis of
the GMEA LGPE list revealed that the treble and tenor-bass voicings showed similar
trends, while the mixed voicing list showed some differing trends. During analysis of
these virtual interviews, in which the informants shared their experiences as teachers and
their process of choosing music for their ensembles, three main themes evolved. These
were teacher identity, representation, and selection philosophy and action.
Similar to the findings of Bennett (2020) and Watson (2017), the Georgia LGPE
list has significantly more choral literature by White composers than BIPOC.
Approximately 88% of the pieces that appear on the list are by White composers.
Multiple informants shared that their programs displayed significantly higher percentages
of diversity than are present in this list. Other informants shared that while their own
programs do not display the same percentages of diversity, they are intentional in
selecting diverse choral literature to broaden their students’ worldviews. For students, the
way they interpret and understand the world around them is highly dependent upon their
experiences in the classroom. Selecting literature is a vital component of the learning
process in the choral classroom.
As mentioned previously, choral literature is a doorway to exploring diversity in
the music classroom. Intentional selection of diverse literature must be considered in
music classrooms to provide students with a broader worldview, especially in regards to
the music available to them. Conversations which bring these aspects of diversity to the
forefront are vital to the process of learning and performing this music as intended. These
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conversations are also important in ensuring that students feel safe, welcome, and
included in the program they are in.
One of the most prominent limitations of this study was that many of the pieces
on the LGPE list are not readily available online. There were approximately 110 pieces
on the list for which information was not available via internet searches. This number
varied slightly depending on which aspect of analysis was taken into consideration. Some
pieces with more common names have more options of composers and arrangers and are
therefore more difficult to locate. A person with access to a printed copy of these pieces
would most likely be able to complete the analysis of these pieces, but the information is
not readily available to someone looking at the piece for the first time.
Findings from this study imply that there should be more diversity representation
in the LGPE literature list. Because of the lack of diversity present in the current list, the
responsibility of seeking out diverse choral literature falls heavily on the individual
choral music educators. As expressed or inferred by all informants, choral music
educators do not have the time to put into an in-depth search for literature of diverse
backgrounds. Resources which highlight diverse literature must be more accessible and
readily available to teachers. Such lists in Georgia and in other states may wish to place
diversity at the forefront of their revisions and additions.
Some informants requested that the LGPE list be updated specifically to add more
pieces by women, composers of color, and composers with disabilities. Further research
studies could include an analysis of these topics in choral literature lists and a creation of
a database for finding literature of diverse backgrounds. Making diverse literature more
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accessible to all choral music educators can help these directors spend less time finding
the literature and more time preparing what intentional conversations can be had in the
classroom.
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Appendix 1: Recruitment Email
Dear (recipient name),
Hello! My name is Abigail McMichen, and I am a senior music education major
at Georgia Southern University. I am currently working on my graduation thesis for the
Honors College, under the direction of my advisor, Dr. David Langley. I am writing to
you because I would like to include you in my research process. Part of this project is to
conduct interviews with current secondary choral educators in the state of Georgia. I
would like to interview you via Zoom video call for 30-60 minutes. These will be
recorded for transcription purposes, so I will need to send you a consent form prior to the
interview. We can schedule this is at your convenience. Please reach out to me within the
next week to let me know whether you are interested in participating. Thank you so much
for your consideration.
Sincerely,
Abigail McMichen
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions
1. Tell me about your teaching experience and locations.
2. Describe your degrees and teacher preparation.
3. Tell me a little bit about the students that you currently teach.
4. What kinds of literature are you drawn to?
5. Describe the past experiences you’ve had with Large Group Performance
Evaluation.
6. Considering what you’ve told me about your students, what information about
them plays into your literature selection?
a. Describe the role that diversity considerations play in your literature
selection.
7. When in your literature choosing process do you look into the diversity of the
composers?
8. What impact does your student population have on your selection of literature?
9. Do you know if students in your classroom speak languages other than English? If
so, which languages?
10. What else about diversity and your literature for LGPE do you want to share with
me?
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Appendix 4: Codebook
Question (A)
Question--Follow-up (A)
Quick Response
Clarification (A) or Clarification (Sp.)
Experience--Teaching
Experience--COVID
Experience--Schooling
Experience--Non-school
Experience--Connecting
Experience--Past
Voice Typing
Mentor
Students--Ability
Students--Plans
Students--Disinterest
Students--Interest
Students--Ideas
Student--Experience
LGPE--Past
LGPE--Future
LGPE--Opinion
Diversity--Students
Diversity--Students, Racial
Diversity--Students, Gender
Diversity--Students, Language
Diversity--Representation
Diversity--Composer
Literature--Preference
Literature--Example
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Literature--Selection
Literature--Theme
Future Plans
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Appendix 5: Figures and Tables
Figure 1
Most Common Languages

40

DIVERSITY OF CHORAL FESTIVAL LITERATURE

41

Table 1
Number of Pieces per Time Period by Voicing
Time Period

Treble

Tenor-Bass

Mixed

Medieval (pre-1400)

3

0

0

Renaissance (1400-1600)

32

14

113

Baroque (1600-1750)

70

23

100

Classical (1750-1825)

44

11

57

Romantic (1825-1900)

54

26

59

20th century

376

140

427

21st century

273

57

169

Undetermined

72

32

15

Totals

924

303

940

Table 2
Number of Composers of Different Races by Voicing
Voicing

White

BIPOC

Undetermined

Treble

815

37

72

Tenor-Bass

247

23

33

Mixed

851

79

10

Totals

1913

139

115
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Table 3
Number of Sacred and Secular Pieces by Voicing
Voicing

Sacred

Secular

Undetermined

Treble

354

496

74

Tenor-Bass

128

149

26

Mixed

616

317

7

Totals

1098

962

107

